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ABSTRACT
Sexual violence is a major public health issue within the United States, particularly that
with perpetrators who are men and victims who are women. Understanding risk factors for
sexual violence perpetration is necessary to decrease the overall severity of sexual violence. In
past research, psychological reactance has been shown to be associated with sexual violence
perpetration, yet there is limited research on this association. Additionally, previous research has
found that other traits may enhance the predictive properties of psychological reactance and that
sensation seeking can predict sexual violence risk factors and sexual violence perpetration. Yet
there is little to no research on how sensation seeking and psychological reactance work jointly
to predict sexual violence perpetration. This thesis aims to explore these factors as possible
predictors for sexual violence perpetration and sensation seeking as a moderator of the
relationship between reactance and sexual violence perpetration. A better understanding of these
predictors could allow for new ways to understand sexual violence perpetration overall and aid in
future research. Based on this information, reactance, sensation seeking, and their interaction
effect are all expected to significantly predict sexual violence perpetration. The current study
examined 226 participants who were men, single, attracted to women, and over the age of 18
living in the U.S. Participants were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk, and completed an
online survey hosted on Qualtrics. Participants reported past sexual violence perpetration,
sensation seeking, psychological reactance, and demographic information. Results provided
partial support for the hypothesis. Findings indicated that higher levels of psychological
reactance and sensation seeking were positively associated with sexual violence perpetration;
however, sensation seeking as a moderator was not significant.
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INTRODUCTION
Sexual violence perpetration is a prevalent public health issue in the United States, with
about 30% of women reporting they have experienced some form of sexual violence within their
lifetime (WHO, 2021) and 37.9% of men having perpetrated sexual violence within their lifetime
(Trottier et al., 2021). In turn, it is paramount to understand the predictive factors of sexual
violence, as this is key for primary prevention efforts (O'Connor et al., 2021). Furthermore, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has stated that future research should be focused on
the perpetrators of sexual violence rather than the victims to better prevent violence before it
occurs (Basile et al., 2016). Sexual violence has been extensively studied; however, there is still
much to learn concerning risk factors for sexual violence perpetration due to increased rates of
sexual violence globally and the lack of substantial decrease in these numbers over time
(Viveiros & Bonomi, 2020). Both sensation seeking and psychological reactance have been
linked to sexual violence perpetration in past research; however, this existing research is limited
such that replication and extension are needed (Hoyle et al., 2000; Festinger & Schachter,1966).
In the present research, I examine whether sensation seeking, and psychological reactance are
associated with self-reported sexual violence perpetration among men.
Although psychological reactance has been studied in many other contexts, minimal
research has been conducted on its connection to sexual violence; despite its potential relevance
to sexual violence (Baumeister et al., 2002). Jack Brehm first coined psychological reactance in
1966. He defined reactance as a person’s belief that they hold “free behavior," behaviors one
believes they have a right to, and when these behaviors are taken away or threatened, individuals
will experience reactance to gain these behaviors back (Brehm, 1966).
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Sensation seeking, the want and willingness to achieve adverse or exciting experiences
(Zuckerman, 1979), is a personality trait often linked to sexual risk-taking and was first coined
by Marvin Zuckerman in the 1970s. This want to achieve different or new experiences places
these individuals at a higher chance of possibly perpetrating sexual violence (Skovran et al.,
2010). Additionally, those who have higher levels of sensation seeking have also been found to
perpetrate sexually coercive tactics, have higher rates of pornography use, and increased
aggression, which has demonstrated to be predictors of sexual violence (Foubert et al., 2019;
Brown &L'Engle,2009:Lalumiere & Quinsey, 1996). Furthermore, those that experience higher
levels of sensation seeking have been shown to be more likely to perpetrate sexual harassment
than individuals lower in sensation seeking (Brown &L'Engle, 2009). Optimal arousal theory,
which states that people tend to have a set level of arousal they strive for, has also been
examined as a possible explanation as to why individuals high in sensation seeking are more
likely to perpetrate sexual violence due to their lack of self-regulation and control (Wilson &
Scarpa, 2011).
An examination of psychological reactance and sensation seeking can further our
understanding of sexual violence perpetration by exploring how each factor can predict
perpetration individually and jointly. This examination can further our understanding as new risk
factors for sexual violence perpetration, help determine who is more likely to perpetrate, and
ultimately inform prevention programs to reduce sexual violence.
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SEXUAL VIOLENCE
Sexual violence is defined as any nonconsensual sexual act, completed or attempted"
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014,81). Sexual violence, in simpler terms, can
also be defined as any sexual act in which one of the parties did not consent to or in which
coercive acts were used to obtain compliance.
Sexual Violence Underreporting
Before describing the prevalence of sexual violence, it is essential to acknowledge that
sexual violence is one of the most complex crimes to report accurate data on because it is vastly
underreported (Ross, 2017). This complexity is due to a due an amalgam of reasons such as
discrepancies between the definitions of what constitutes this type of violence, a lack of
standardization between different police departments, on how sexual violence is tracked, what
constitutes sexual violence, and numerous other societal issues which lends its hand to victim
blaming, stigma, and a low perceived chance of justice (Ross, 2017). Some researchers have
even suggested that it is simply impossible to accurately understand the prevalence of sexual
assault from only police or health statistics, and the best source of knowledge would be from
population-based surveys (Tavara, 2006). Population-based surveys allow for a more diversified
and realistic look at sexual violence in numerous populations, not only those reporting to formal
sources such as the police. It is vital that surveys specifically ask individuals to anonymously and
confidentially indicate whether they have experienced sexual violence victimization or
perpetrated sexual violence.
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Sexual Violence Prevalence
The prevalence of sexual violence perpetrated against women, as determined by selfreport surveys, is high. In a review conducted in 2013, it was found that 1 in 5 women reported
being raped during their lifetime (Dartnall & Jewkes, 2013). A review of lifelong sexual violence
perpetrated against women in the United States found that 43.6% of those sampled experienced
some form of sexual violence in their lifetime (Smith et al., 2018). A population-based
systematic review of sexual violence from non-partner and intimate partner relationships was
conducted from 2000 to 2018 and comprised 560 studies (World Health Organization, 2021). It
was found that 27% of women (15-24) had experienced physical and sexual intimate partner
violence, and 6% had experienced physical and sexual violence outside of a past or current
intimate partner (World Health Organization, 2021). A combined analysis found that around
30% of women (14-49) experienced sexual violence in their lifetime.
Sexual Violence Perpetration
Sexual violence perpetration is a major societal issue, especially amongst men, who
perpetrate the vast majority of sexual violence (Bonar et al., 2020; FBI, 2019). Additionally,
much of the current research is focused on college-aged men and their perpetration on college
campuses (Widman et al., 2013). One study on sexual violence perpetration on college campuses
found that 41.5% of males perpetrated some form of sexual violence (Anderson et al., 2021). In
another study, researchers conducted a 5-year longitudinal study with a sample of 835 men to
examine the correlation between childhood victimization and sexual violence (White & Smith,
20024). By the end of the study, 34.5% of the participants reported having perpetrated some
form of sexual violence.
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Though research on non-college students is more limited than research on college campus
sexual violence, studies with community samples also suggest high prevalence rates. One study
that surveyed 163 unmarried men found that about 25% of these men committed what was defined
to be attempted or completed rape (Abbey et al., 2006). Additionally, around 40% had committed
some form of sexual assault, outside of what they defined as rape, and used sexual contact or
coercion (2006). In another study by Trottier and colleagues that examined both male and female
perpetration, it was found that 37.9% of the sample perpetrated some form of sexual violence
(Trottier et al., 2021). Finally, in a study by Widman in 2013, a male population from a previously
convicted sex offender group (44 men) is assessed compared to another group of 51 “community
men,” defined as men not currently incarcerated (2013). These two groups were compared to
analyze various factors, including the severity of perpetration. This study found that 68% of the
men who were convicted sex offenders had perpetrated sexual assault in some form. In terms of
the community sample, 59% of the community sample reported having committed some form of
sexual violence (Widman et al., 2013).
These studies show that sexual violence perpetration is a major issue amongst people
who identify as men in the United States. Although it is well understood that sexual victimization
is a major issue that causes great distress, it is equally important to look at the risk factors behind
why those who perpetrate do so.
Predictors of Sexual Violence
Numerous risk factors have been shown to increase the risk of perpetrating sexual
violence. Predictors at different levels of analysis have been considered, including the individual
level (e.g., personality characteristics), dyadic level (e.g., relationship characteristics between
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victim and perpetration), and community level (e.g., environment). Further, researchers have
considered situational factors (such as substance use). In a recent review, Bonar and colleagues
(2020) identified various sexual violence perpetration risk factors that have been evaluated
across different studies. The researchers use individual, relational, and community factors to
categorize the different types of perpetration risk factors. The individual-level risk factors
included gender (being male), past perpetration, risky sexual behaviors, sexual violence-related
cognitions, and substance misuse (2020). Relationship-level factors included experience of
parental abuse or child abuse, all male peer affiliation, supportive rape attitudes in peers, being in
a relationship, and alcohol use by bystanders (2020). Community-level risk factors focus on the
perpetrator's environment; some of the ones mentioned in this article include bars, clubs, parties,
and dorms (fraternity houses) (Bonar, 2020).
One model for better understanding why people perpetrate sexual violence is the
Confluence Model of sexual aggression (Malamuth, 1991). This model has been applied across
numerous studies and is one of the first to use an empirical framework with a population of nonincarcerated men considered relatively likely to perpetrate sexual violence (Malamuth et al., 2021).
This theory is based on four pillars. The first pillar focuses on various risk factors stemming from
aggressive and sexual motives through hostile masculinity and impersonal sex. The second pillar
centers around general risk factors that are predictive of numerous types of antisocial behaviors
and how these behaviors relate to sexual aggression (Malamuth et al., 2021). The third pillar is
based on “feminist theory" and states that risk factors that are the same can predict other hostile
actions, precisely when dealing with conflicts with women (2021). The final pillar focuses on
secondary factors and how they may aid the core factors in predicting sexual aggression. The
results from this article supported all four pillars mentioned previously, which means that the
6

model was a possible predictive instrument for those who perpetrate sexual violence (2021). In
another study by Halyes and Gannon (2021), inappropriate sexual interest, intimacy, and social
functioning deficits, offense-supportive cognitions, and self/ emotional regulation issues were
studied as predictors of sexual violence. This article's findings supported the Confluence Model
by Malamuth and also found that general aggression, atypical sexual fantasies, and rape myth
acceptance and hostility were all reliable predictors of sexual aggression. (Hales & Gannon, 2021).
These studies have shown that sexual violence and its numerous predictive factors have been
extensively studied. Evaluating understudied risk factors and considering them in different
contexts is essential to aid in the prevention of perpetration.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL REACTANCE
One factor that may better inform our understanding of sexual violence perpetration is
psychological reactance. Psychologist Jack Brehm developed the theory of psychological
reactance, which states that everyone has a set of what is believed to be “free behaviors" (Brehm,
1966). When these behaviors are perceived as being threatened or taken away, a person will
experience reactance and try to gain these behaviors back. Brehm defined these free behaviors as
activities that have been engaged in in the past, present, or future. This means that these
behaviors will also include sexual experiences. Research has also defined psychological
reactance as a mixture of anger and negative cognitions which have been shown to further one's
want to restore free behaviors that are being threatened (Dillard & Shen, 2005).
To become psychologically reactive suggests two things. First, one assumes they have a
free behavior, and second, one's free behavior has been taken away or threatened. In terms of
sexual violence, this may look like being turned down or rejected for any sexual experience.
Additionally, there must also be a want to restore this freedom; in terms of sexual violence, the
person will do something to fulfill this sexual want. When experiencing psychological reactivity,
the loss of this so-called free behavior becomes “motivationally arousing" (Brehm, 1966;
Rosenberg & Sigel, 2018). This motivational arousal is the driving force behind becoming
psychologically reactive and seeking ways to regain lost perceived freedom. It should be noted
that any sexual experience with another person is not a right or freedom; this is simply the
perception of these men in these situations. Those who perpetrate any type of sexual violence are
at fault for their actions, and in no way is this the fault of the victim.
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Psychological reactance can be viewed in two ways. First, it can be viewed situationally
as a state of arousal in response to a threat to one's perceived free behavior (Malamuth, 2018).
Secondly, it can be considered dispositionally as a trait that one may be inclined to have;
therefore, when a free behavior is being threatened, there is a greater chance the person will
become psychologically reactive and try to reclaim this freedom. Although both state and trait
forms of psychological reactance are important to consider, in the current study, we look at
psychological reactance as a trait, specifically, one for which someone can have a general higher
or lower trait propensity.
When someone with higher trait psychological reactance has their sexual advances turned
down, they may be more likely to become angry and become more motivationally aroused to
seek out this behavior, and in terms of sexual experiences, may be more inclined to use sexually
coercive or aggressive tactics to regain this sense of freedom. Researchers who have studied the
effects of psychological reactance have found that high-risk men (men who are more likely to
perpetrate sexual violence) have an increased chance of perpetrating sexual violence because of
psychological reactance (Stephen & George, 2009; Malamuth et al., 2018). In a critical
commentary by Malamuth (2018), studies evaluating sexual violence interventions within the
United States were reviewed. Researchers found that high risk men experienced a "boomerang
reactance effect" towards these interventions and consequently experienced the opposite of the
intended effect, as the interventions increased perpetration for these men. These findings were
hypothesized to result from psychological reactance (Malamuth, 2018). This suggests that there
may be a link between higher levels of psychological reactance and the perpetration of sexual
violence. However, empirical investigations of reactance in the context of sexual violence
remains limited.
9

Dillard & Shen (2005) aimed to better understand and measure psychological reactance
and indicated positive associations between anger, perceived threat to freedom, and negative
cognitions to reactance. They also found that psychological reactance was best described as a
mixture of negative cognitions and anger; additionally, these factors also contributed to the
desire to restore one's freedom (Dillard & Shen, 2005). In support of these findings, a study that
evaluated sexist attitudes and gender norms in relation to reactance discussed how altering
behavior can affect emotion (Bosson, 2020). Bosson mentions Dillard and Shen's work to
emphasize the point that individuals who feel pressure to alter their behavior, as we see in
psychological reactance, may also exhibit heightened anger.
In research on interventions for sexual violence, we have seen that psychological
reactance may result in high-risk offenders perpetrating sexual violence (Stephen & George,
2009; Malmuth, 2018). Dillard and Shen (2005) and Bosson’s (2020) work highlighted how
anger and negative cognitions could help to better understand psychological reactance. Bosson
also highlighted how Dillard and Shen's past work supports the idea that those who may
experience higher levels of psychological reactance are also more inclined to report higher levels
of anger. As a result, past research on violence and anger has shown that reactance can be a
predictor of sexual violence (Ruddle et al.,2017). This suggests that psychological reactance as a
trait may predict sexual violence perpetration.
Research has shown that the effects of psychological reactance on sexual violence may
be enhanced by other sexual violence risk factors (Baumeister et al., 2002). Accordingly, one
application of psychological reactance theory applied to sexual violence is narcissistic reactance
theory (Baumeister et a., 2002). This theory suggests that when one’s sexual advances are
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rejected, one may experience reactance to try to restore their “free behaviors”. Additionally, one
must also consider the narcissistic characteristics that this theory employs, which suggest that
those with a higher trait propensity of narcissistic characteristics will have an increased chance of
experiencing psychological reactance and have a higher likelihood of using “coercive force"
(Baumeister et al., 2002). When psychological reactance and narcissism work together, as
postulated in narcissistic reactance theory, the psychological reactance aspect explains the want
to regain free behavior, and the narcissism helps to aid the reactance so that the final result in
reclaiming this behavior is completed through the use of coercion (Baumeister et al., 2002). This
means that narcissism makes the perpetrator more likely to believe the other person is willing to
have this sexual experience, more likely to experience reactance overall, and more likely to use
sexual violence to reinstate freedom they perceived as threatened (Baumeister et al., 2002). In
support of this, a couple of studies have found a connection between narcissistic reactance theory
to sexual violence perpetration (Bushman et al., 2003; Saenz, 2009).
However, some studies hypothesize that other characteristics, outside of narcissism,
should be considered in conjunction with psychological reactance to explain sexual violence
perpetration (Bushman et al., 2003). Specifically hostile masculinity, impersonal sex, low
empathy, and indifference to coercion (Bushman et al., 2003). Therefore, identifying other
relevant risk factors and understanding how they are linked to psychological reactance may be
necessary to predict sexual violence better. One additional factor to consider is sensation
seeking.
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SENSATION SEEKING
Though narcissism has been investigated in conjunction with psychological reactance,
other research presented by Bushman (2003) and Malamuth (1996) discussed how other
characteristics in addition to narcissism could be used to help explain sexual violence; however,
current research on these ideas is limited. Sensation seeking is an important risk factor to
consider within this context. Sensation seeking was first defined by Zuckerman as a personality
characteristic in which a person thrives on new or unusual experiences, intense feelings and or
experiences, and the willingness to achieve these experiences and feelings by taking risks
(physical, financial, social, and legal) (Zuckerman, 1979).
Sensation Seeking as a Predictor of Aggression
Sensation seeking predicts numerous “problem behaviors" (Hoyle et al., 2002), such as
aggression (Wilson, 2011), impulsive decision-making, and sexual risk-taking (Donohew, 2000).
Other research has also found that those with a higher trait propensity for sensation seeking have
a higher likelihood of partaking in high-risk activities such as binge drinking, risky peer
affiliation, risky driving, and risky sexual behaviors (Drane et al., 2017; Jonah et al., 2001; Hoyle
et al., 2000). In a meta-analytic review, the connection between sensation seeking and aggression
is discussed (Wilson & Scarpa, 2011). This review examined 40 studies with a total of 32,217
participants and used the optimal level of arousal theory to explain the connection between
sensation seeking and aggression. Optimal arousal is the level of “mental stimulation" in which
physical/cognitive performance, learning, and overall well-being are “maximized” (Jafari et al.,
2000). The optimal level of arousal theory explains why those who experience sensation seeking
perpetrate aggression: it suggests that people who experience greater levels of sensation seeking
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find under arousal to be an unpleasant experience (van Dongen, 2021). In turn, they seek ways to
increase their arousal by participating in "potentially risky behavior" (van Dongen, 2021; Wilson
& Scarpa, 2011). The meta-analysis concluded that there was a significant correlation between
sensation seeking and aggression across studies. Other work hypothesizes that those who identify
as high in sensation seeking experience antisocial personality characteristics (Joireman et al.,
2003; Hare & McPherson, 1984). Though these characteristics alone do not explain aggression,
they do suggest a lack of self-regulation/ control, which may be due to the need to complete
these adverse and new experiences that we see in sensation seeking, which leads to the actual
aggression (Joireman, 2003). Joireman (2003) focused on a lack of self-regulation and control in
sensation seekers to explain aggression and found that sensation seeking was able to predict a
"desire to engage in verbal and physical aggression" (1287). In summary, past research has
shown that sensation seeking is a predictor of aggression, and there are numerous reasons why
sensation seekers are more inclined to engage in more aggressive/ violent behavior than the
general public.
Although research has evaluated the association between sensation seeking and
aggressive behavior more broadly, some research indicates that sensation seeking may predict
sexual aggression more specifically. For example, in a study to better understand the use of
sexually coercive behaviors, it was found that participants who were more sexually coercive also
had high rates of sensation-seeking traits (Lalumiere & Quinsey, 1996). Sensation seeking was
also correlated with partner novelty which has been linked to sexual coerciveness (Lalumière et
al., 1996). In another study that assessed sexual attitudes and behaviors in relation to sexually
explicit material, young men who were considered high in sensation seeking were more likely to
perpetrate sexual harassment than those who had lower rates of sensation seeking (Brown &
13

L’Engle, 2009). Additionally, men and women who were high in sensation seeking consumed
more sexually explicit material than their lower sensation seeking counterparts; however, males
who were higher in sensation seeking consumed the most overall (Brown & L’Engle, 2009). This
is important because recent literature has found that viewing pornography, especially
pornography that depicts sexual violence, can lead to violent and or non-consensual sexual
experiences (Fourbert et al., 2019). The idea of pornography use, and sexual violence is not new;
however, modern-day pornography depicts more sexual violence than ever before (Foubert et al.,
2019). In a study to better understand aggression in pornography videos, it was found that 88%
depicted sexual aggression in some form (Bridges et al., 2010). Because of this, sexual violence
becomes an “expected reality" to viewers, which may lead to sexual encounters that are
nonconsensual and or violent (Foubert et al., 2019; Bridges et al.,2010). Furthermore, the
increased use of pornography among those who are higher in sensation seeking (Brown &
L’Engle, 2009) and their predisposition to sexual coercion (Lalumière et al., 1996) may lead to
increased sexual violence.
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PRESENT STUDY
Findings across two separate bodies of literature suggest that psychological reactance and
sensation seeking may help better understand sexual violence perpetration. Considering these
characteristics together may increase our understanding of sexual violence perpetration. As
indicated in previous studies (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2007; Bushman et al., 2003; Saenz, 2009),
the role of psychological reactance can explain the want to regain behaviors perceived to be free
that have been threatened, in terms of the current study this would refer to any type of sexual
experience. On the other hand, some people may be more predisposed to act on psychological
reactance due to sensation seeking when they feel that their “free behaviors" are being impeded.
This relationship suggests that the effect of psychological reactance may be heightened when
combined with sensation seeking. When individuals with higher sensation seeking experience an
event that impedes or takes away a free behavior, they are more likely to experience anger,
hostility, and aggression (Wilson, 2011; Bosson, 2020; Dillard & Shen, 2007); therefore, when
this individual tries to obtain sex, sexual violence may be used (Wilson, 2011; Bosson, 2020;
Dillard & Shen, 2007). Another aspect of sensation seeking that aids in the effects of
psychological reaction is the lack of self-control/ self-regulation. When someone who does not
experience sensation seeking experiences psychological reactance, they may try to regain a free
behavior, but if they cannot, they may stop or not use motives that may be perceived as harmful.
However, research has shown that sensation seekers have poor self-control/ self-regulation
(Joireman et al., 2003; Hare & McPherson, 1984), heightened willingness to take risks (physical,
financial, social, and legal) (Zuckerman, 1979), and increased impulsivity (Wilson, 2011;
Donohew, 2000; Wilson & Scarpa, 2011); due to this, sensation seekers who experience
reactance may be more likely to use “risky” tactics to achieve these “free behaviors.”
15

Furthermore, past research has shown that sensation seeking is correlated with sexual coercive
behavior, sexual assault perpetration, and higher pornography use (Brown & L’Engle, 2009),
which have all been linked to sexual violence (Foubert et al., 2019; Bridges et al., 2010). This
suggests that not only can sensation seeking in itself possibly be a predictor of sexual violence,
but it also works alongside psychological reactance in playing a part in increasing one’s chance
of overall perpetration.
In the current study, I will assess the effects of men’s psychological reactance, sensation
seeking, and their interaction on self-reported sexual violence perpetration history. The current
research questions are: 1) Does psychological reactance predict sexual violence perpetration? 2)
Does sensation seeking predict sexual violence perpetration, and 3) Does sensation seeking
moderate the relationship between reactance and sexual violence perpetration?
Specifically, I hypothesize that higher levels of psychological reactance will be
associated with more severe past self-reported sexual violence perpetration (Hypothesis 1). Next,
I hypothesize that higher levels of sensation seeking will be associated with more severe past
self-reported sexual violence perpetration. Finally, I hypothesize that sensation seeking will
moderate the association between psychological reactance and sexual violence perpetration, such
that the association is stronger when sensation seeking is high (Hypothesis 3). Results may
provide further insight into risk factors for sexual violence perpetration and will help better
determine who is at higher risk for these types of behaviors to ultimately prevent them. This may
then allow for better facilitation of sexual violence prevention programs for those who are highrisk perpetrators.
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METHODS
Participants and Procedures
The current study is part of a larger study focused on sexual violence perpetration and
was advertised as a study on “Perceptions of messages and relationships”. Given the current
study's focus on heterosexual male sexual experiences, participants were required to identify as
men, be 18 years of age or older, not be in a committed/ exclusive relationship, and be attracted
to women. Participants who were interested and eligible were directed to the full survey hosted
on Qualtrics. Participants were first presented with an explanation of the research form and
selected a box indicating that they understood and consented to participate before moving on to
the self-report survey measures.
The final sample included 226 participants. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 70 years
old (M=34.95, SD=9.46). Participants’ race/ethnicity was 68.1% White, 16.8% Black, 14.6%
Hispanic or Latinx, 12.8% Asian, 2.2% Native American or Alaska Native, and 1.8% other. The
total percent of racial/ethnic identities exceeds 100% because participants were able to select
more than one identity. Additional demographic information is provided in Table 1
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Measures
Psychological Reactance
Participants’ trait propensity for psychological reactance was measured using the Hong
Psychological Reactance Scale (HPRS) (Hong & Felda, 1996). This scale consists of 14 items
measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Responses across all items were averaged such that higher scores indicate higher psychological
reactance (Cronbach’s α = 0.91).
Sensation Seeking
Participants’ trait propensity for sensation seeking was assessed using the 8-item Brief
Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS) (Hoyle et al., 2002). This scale is an adaption from
Zuckerman’s original SSS-V. This measure includes four subscales, each with two items:
experience seeking, boredom susceptibility, thrill and adventure seeking, and disinhibition.
Participant responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale that ranges from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Responses across all items were averaged such that higher
scores indicate higher sensation seeking (Cronbach’s α = 0.77).
Sexual Violence
To measure participants’ perpetration of sexual violence, the Sexual Experiences Short
Form Perpetration (SES-SFP) was used (Koss et al., 2006). This survey was intended to measure
unwanted sexual experiences by understanding the different tactics perpetrators use to obtain sex
from victims (Koss et al., 2006). This measure includes ten items that assess the severity of each
experience, gender of the victim, age and gender of the perpetrator, the context of the experience
(such as the use of physical force and or drugs), and if the participant believed they perpetrated
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sexual violence (Koss et al., 2006). Responses across items 1-7 were scored ordinally (2006),
resulting in the following mutually exclusive categories reflecting sexual violence severity: no
perpetration, sexual contact, attempted coercion, coercion, attempted rape, and rape.
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RESULTS
Analytic Plan
First, descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were assessed for
psychological reactance, sensation seeking, and sexual violence. Then, bivariate correlations
were assessed for these variables. To test Hypothesis 1, a linear regression analysis was
conducted to determine if psychological reactance predicts men’s sexual violence perpetration.
To test Hypothesis 2, a linear regression analysis was conducted to determine if sensation
seeking predicted men’s sexual violence perpetration. Finally, to test Hypothesis 3, multiple
linear regression with interaction was conducted to test if sensation seeking and psychological
reactance interact to predict sexual violence perpetration.
Descriptive Analyses
Means, standard deviations, minimums, and maximums were collected for all variables
and are presented in Table 2. Out of the total 226 participants, 25.7% reported having perpetrated
some form of sexual violence. Of the total sample 5.3% reported perpetrating coercion, 0.4%
non-contact, 3.7% contact, 1.6% attempted rape, and 14.7% reported perpetrating rape. Bivariate
correlations are presented in table 2. There were significant positive correlations between
psychological reactance, sensation seeking, and sexual violence perpetration.
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Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis 1
A simple linear regression analysis was conducted to predict sexual violence perpetration
based on psychological reactance. Trait propensity of psychological reactance explained a
significant amount of variance in experiences of sexual violence perpetration, F(1, 225) = 6.060,
p = .015, R2 = .026, R2 adjusted = .02; psychological reactance was associated with more severe
perpetration, B =.271, p = .015.
Hypothesis 2
Next, a simple linear regression analysis was conducted to predict sexual violence
perpetration based on sensation seeking. Trait propensity of sensation seeking explained a
significant amount of variance in experiences of sexual violence perpetration F(1, 224) = 15.101,
p <.001, R2 = .063, R2 adjusted = .06; higher sensation seeking was associated with more severe
perpetration, B = .596, p < .001.
Hypothesis 3
To investigate if sensation seeking could moderate the relationship between
psychological reactance and sexual violence, a multiple regression analysis with interaction
effect was conducted. Psychological reactance and sensation seeking were entered into the first
step, and their interaction was entered into the second step. The model was not significant F(3,
222) = 5.594, p =.001, R2 = .070, R2 adjusted = .06. B= 0.34, p = .800, and the result indicated that
the interaction between psychological reactance and sensation seeking was not significant. See
Table 3 for full model results.
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DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to better understand how men’s psychological reactance
and sensation seeking could predict past sexual violence perpetration experiences. Hypotheses 1
and 2 were supported, and hypothesis 3 was not. First, the results supported hypothesis 1, which
stated that higher levels of psychological reactance would be associated with a more severe past
self-reported sexual violence perpetration. This is consistent with the previous finding that
suggests that psychological reactance may be associated with sexual violence perpetration.
Specifically, Stephen and George's (2009) work found that men with higher levels of
psychological reactance were more likely than their peers to perpetrate sexual violence;
furthermore, psychological reactance only accounted for about 3% of self-reported sexual
violence perpetration in the current study, indicating a small effect size. This suggests that while
psychological reactance predicted statistically significant variance in sexual violence, it must be
considered within the context of other known risk factors that may be more proximal to
perpetration. Due to this, future research is needed to see what specific components of
psychological reactance can help to predict sexual violence perpetration.
Anger, for example, has been shown to be associated with reactance numerous times
throughout past research (Dillard & Shen, 2005), and psychological reactance has been shown to
be a significant predictor of anger. Furthermore, though reactance may not be a robust predictor
of sexual violence perpetration, anger is based on past research (Dillard & Shen, 2005). Thus,
reactance can facilitate the understanding of why men may feel anger when their sexual advances
are turned down in the first place. This understanding of anger and its effects can be applied in
the “real world," in which counseling interventions such as anger management or emotional
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regulation interventions can help better control one's reactance and ultimately anger, thus
decreasing overall sexual violence perpetration.
Results also supported hypothesis 2, which stated that higher levels of sensation seeking
would be associated with higher self-reported sexual violence perpetration severity. This is in
line with previous findings on the relationship between sensation seeking and sexual violence
perpetration. Specifically, Lalumiere & Quinsey's (1996) work which examined sexual coercive
behaviors and sensation seeking and found that those who experienced higher levels of sensation
seeking were more likely to be sexually coercive. Additionally, Brown & L’Engle (2009)
assessed sexual attitudes and found that men with higher sensation seeking traits were more
likely to perpetrate sexual harassment then their peers who were low in sensation seeking (2009).
This may be because specific characteristics increase one’s chances of perpetrating sexual
violence (Scott & Graves, 2017). Individuals higher in sensation seeking have higher rates of
impulsivity and heightened emotions (Sutton & Simons, 2015; Wilson, 2011; Wilson & Scarpa,
2011) and limited self-control/self-regulation (Joireman et al., 2003; Hare & McPherson, 1984).
All of these traits have been linked to sexual violence and may explain why those with higher
levels of sensation seeking are at increased risk for perpetrating sexual violence. Furthermore,
sensation seeking accounted for about 6% of self-reported sexual violence perpetration, which is
a small effect size.
Similar to psychological reactance, it is likely that the effects of sensation seeking on
sexual violence operate indirectly through other variables rather than directly impacting
perpetration. For example, extensive research has found that individuals high in sensation
seeking are more likely to partake in risky or problem behaviors in comparison to their peers
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(Hoyle et al., 2002, Drane et al., 2017) and more likely to engage in aggressive behaviors then
their peers (Wilson & Scarpa, 2011), experience more antisocial personality characteristics
(Joireman et al., 2003; Hare & McPherson, 1984), and be more likely to consume sexually
explicit material, specifically ones that depict sexual violence, (Brown & L’Engle, 2009).
Sensation seeking likely impacts these attitudes and behaviors, which predicts sexual violence
perpetration more directly. Therefore, sensation seeking is still meaningful to consider when
investigating sexual violence and implementing prevention strategies. For example, sensation
seekers tend to have poor self-control and increased impulsivity, which is a more proximal
predictor of sexual violence perpetration. Thus, impulse control therapy, or cognitive behavioral
therapy (CBT), aimed at impulsive behaviors, leading to improved self-control, could elicit
decreased frequencies of perpetrated sexual violence.
Hypothesis 3 evaluated the interaction effect between psychological reactance and
sensation seeking to test if sensation seeking moderated the relationship between psychological
reactance and sexual violence perpetration. However, the results for this hypothesis were not
significant. This indicates that the interaction effect between sensation seeking and psychological
reactance does not affect that of sexual violence perpetration and psychological reactance.
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
This study guides numerous suggestions for future research. Although in the current
study, sensation seeking did not moderate the association between psychological reactance and
sexual violence perpetration, there are likely other moderators that could be identified in future
research. For example, in terms of psychological reactance, future research should evaluate
circumstances in which men become angry in sexual situations; this would allow for a better
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understanding of how reactance leads to anger and, ultimately, sexual violence. Future research
can also take a step further by evaluating anger management classes or emotion regulation
interventions, such as social-emotional learning, to determine whether they can effectively
reduce sexual violence perpetration. Additionally, there is already research on the connection
between sensation seeking and impulsive behavior/low self-control; therefore, future research
would benefit from understanding how interventions targeted at decreasing impulsivity and
increasing self-control and regulation can aid in decreasing perpetrated sexual violence, as
impulsivity and low self-control in a proven predictor of sexual violence (Zawacki et al., 2003).
Future research should also assess these research questions in other demographic groups.
Participants in the current study were required to be men 18 years of age or older, attracted to
women, and not in a committed relationship. Though it is important to study sexual violence
perpetration among heterosexual men as they perpetrate the most sexual violence within the
United States (Bonar et al., 2020; FBI, 2019), we must also extend this work to consider women
offenders and sexual minority offenders and victims. Sexual minority victims are particularly
important to focus on in future research as this population experiences more sexual violence than
any other group within the United States (López & Yeater, 2021).
Social desirability bias is another major limitation, primarily due to the sensitive nature of
some of the questions asked. Within the current study, we ask questions pertaining to
experiences of sexual violence perpetration, which can result in underreporting due to people not
wanting to disclose sensitive information.
The study’s methodology is also important to consider. Cross-sectional studies have
numerous benefits, such as the ability to get preliminary data in a way that is resource efficient,
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able to evaluate multiple variables at a specific moment in time, and direct the development of
more methodologically complex studies; however, they do not allow conclusions to be drawn
about the directionality of the associations between psychological reactance, sensation seeking,
and sexual violence perpetration. However, future research using longitudinal studies may be
used to understand this relationship over time.
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Despite years of research on psychological reactance and sensation seeking, there have
been no studies evaluating the interaction effect between the two in relation to sexual violence
perpetration. The goal of this study was to examine how psychological reactance, sensation
seeking, and their interaction can predict sexual violence perpetration. Findings indicated that
both psychological reactance and sensation seeking are positively associated with sexual
violence perpetration; however, small effect sizes suggested that these variables may be better
evaluated to help contextualize more proximal risk factors, such as anger in sexual situations.
Results did not support the third hypothesis, indicating that there was no interaction effect for
psychological reactance and sensation on sexual violence perpetration. Future research is needed
to identify other potential moderators that enhance or hinder risk for perpetration.
Ultimately, these results provide further insight into understanding these two variables as
predictors of sexual violence perpetration. Psychological reactance and sensation seeking could
possibly aid in supplementing interventions that target more proximal risk factors (e.g., anger or
impulsivity), such as interventions targeting context-specific emotion regulation. This is
important because prevention programs can address risk factors for sexual violence and reduce
overall perpetration rates.
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH STUDY TABLES
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Table 1
Table 1. Demographic information (N = 226)
N (%)
Highest Level of Education Completed
Some HS

4 (1.8%)

HS graduate or equivalent (e.g., GED)

28 (12.3%)

Technical or vocational school

6 (2.6%)

Some college

45 (19.8%)

2-year college degree

15 (6.6%)

4-year college degree

92 (40.5%)

Graduate degree

30 (13.2%)

Professional degree

4 (1.8%)

Current Employment Status
Employed full time

144 (63.4%)

Employed part time

34 (15.0%)

Furloughed

2 (00.9%)

Unemployed looking for work

31 (13.7%)

Unemployed not looking for work

12 (5.3%)

Retired
Annual household income

1 (0.4%)

Less than $10,000

19 (8.4%)

$10,000-$19,999

19 (8,4%)

$20,000-$29,000

25 (11.0%)

$30,000-$39,999

27 (11.9%)

$40,000-$49,999

23 (10.1%)

$50,000-$59,999

20 (8.8%)

$60,000-$69,999

21 (9.3%)

$70,000-$79,999

20 (8.8%)

$80,000-$89,999

9 (4.0%)

$90,000-$99,999

11 (4.8%)

$100,000-$109,999

10 (4.4%)

$120,000-$129,999

2 (0.9%)

$140,000-$149,999

5 (2.2%)

$150,000 or more

8 (3.5%)
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Table 2
Table 2. Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics (N = 226)

1. Sexual Violence Perpetration
2. Psychological Reactance
3. Sensation Seeking
Mean
Sd
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.

Sexual Violence
Perpetration
.16**
.25**
.88
1.76

Psychological
Reactance

Sensation
Seeking

.33**
4.13
1.05

2.75
.74

Table 3
Table 3. Moderation analysis results predicting Sexual Violence Perpetration
B (SE)

p

Model 1
Intercept

-1.18 (0.54)

0.310

Psychological Reactance

0.15 (0.12)

0.201

Sensation Seeking

0.53 (0.16)

0.001

Intercept

-0.80 (1.57)

.611

Psychological Reactance

0.06 (0.14)

.883

Sensation Seeking

0.385(0.58)

.509

PR and SS Interaction

0.34 (0.13)

.800

Model 2

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. All analyses statistically control for
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